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DIGITAL LIBRARY READINESS OF DISTANCE LEARNERS: THE ACCESS AND
SKILLS IMPERATIVE
Abstract
Digital libraries play an integral role in the success of any distance education programme and as
a result, must be adopted by distance learners. At the same time, digital skills and access are
instrumental in achieving digital library readiness. This study investigates the digital library
readiness of distance learners in a large public multi-mode university in Ghana. The study adopts
a survey design through the use of a questionnaire to ascertain the perspectives of distance
learners on their computer and digital access and consequent digital and information skills and
how this improves their perception of their digital library readiness. The population of the study
consisted of 1,834 distance education students who were students of three distance education
centres of a public university in Ghana. Stratified purposive sampling was applied to select three
distance education centres and a total of 247, 276, and 118 distance learners from centres A, B,
and C respectively to participate in the study. The results indicate that distance learners generally
lacked advanced ICT skills to effectively use digital libraries. Furthermore, while most of the
respondents indicated that they possessed above average ICT skills, this did not translate into
skills in formation of search queries and the use of electronic library tools. However, their basic
ICT skills constituted a solid ground to consolidate their digital library readiness. Libraries in
multi-mode universities must design tailor-made training programmes for all classes of students
including distance learners to enhance their use of digital library resources.
Keywords: Digital library readiness, distance learners, distance learning library services,
information skills, digital literacy, universities
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Introduction
The global economy of the twenty-first century requires organisations to enhance lifelong
learning among their employees and ensure professional development and productivity (Plant et
al., 2019). Distance learning opportunities have been offered by universities to primarily provide
much-needed manpower skills to working professionals who have little or no option in leaving
their jobs for full-time education (Kumar, 2018). Distance education provides a means for
convergence in education, “connecting people who may be physically, socially, and/or
culturally” separated from one another but whose purpose as engaged learners is demonstrated
by their “mastery of a shared body of knowledge and common educational goals and aspirations”
(Derlin and Erazo, 1997; Xiao, 2018). Higher education provided through distance education is
valuable for the individual and also beneficial to the development of the economy and society in
general. University education offered through distance education provides not only high-level
skills required for the labour market but also the necessary competence for all kinds of
professions in education, medicine, public service, engineering, the arts, among others
(Kyllonen, 2012). These trained personnel develop the capacity and analytical skills that drive
local or global economies (Mbewette, 2013).
The distance learner of the post-modern era is required to employ the use of numerous
ubiquitous and open technologies (Arora & Babbar, 2013; Koomson, 2019). Thus distance
learning metamorphosed into open distance education (ODE) employing diverse technologies
and applications (Koneru, 2017). Some of these technologies, among others, include, learning
management systems, open educational resources (OERSs), virtual learning and research
management systems (VL/RMs), and Massive Open Online Systems (MOOCs) (Karplus, 2017;
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Ochieng & Gyasi, 2021; Phungsuk et al., 2017; Tella et al., 2020). To enhance perpetual access
and preservation of learning and knowledge objects prevalent in ODE, there emerged object
repositories, institutional repositories, data repositories, and digital libraries (Adjei et al., 2019;
Agosti et al., 2018; Santos-Hermosa et al., 2017). Among the latter group of technologies, digital
libraries have the potential to incorporate all other preceding and pervasive technologies through
several models for integrating digital libraries in distance education (Karplus, 2017; OwusuAnsah et al., 2019). However, the ubiquity and prevalence of these techno-revolutionaries
resulted in significant amounts of information being made available through online databases and
other electronic information sources (De Medio et al., 2019). This proliferation is a double-edged
sword, as it also poses significant skills challenges to users.
Recent studies in the African context point to little or ineffective use of digital library resources
in distance education in support of teaching and learning (Larson and Owusu-Acheaw, 2016).
Even though several factors may account for this (Owusu-Ansah et al., 2018), the purpose of this
study was to investigate the extent to which digital library skills training of distance learners
result in the use/non-use of the rich information resources. More specifically, the objectives of
this study were to explore the (1) digital library skills possessed by distance learners; and (2) to
determine the extent to which these skills contribute to distance learners’ ability to use digital
library resources.

Related literature
Ownership of and access to computing and networked devices are critical factors to enhance
distance learners ability to deliver set targets and academic outcomes. After all, ownership of a
personal computer has been found to predict higher readiness for computer-supported
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collaborative learning (Khalifeh et al., 2020). Arthur-Nyarko and Kariuki (2019) found evidence
to support the assertion that access to ICT devices, including personal computers, tablets, and
smartphones, enhanced the learning environment among distance learners at the University of
Cape Coast in Ghana. Their finding further suggested that due to, among others, the ownership
of ICT devices, there was a higher anticipation for blended learning among the students.
Sharma's (2019) survey of the perception of distance learners on the potential integration of
mobile learning at the University of Jammu in India also indicated that 100% of the participants
owned mobile devices. Aheto and Cronje's (2018) study of Ghanaian and South African Design
students revealed the contrary of this expectation. They found that the participants were not
digital-library ready with their digital handheld devices such as smartphones and tablets as they
reported a low rating for for students’ readiness to access libraries with their digital devices.
They pointed out students’ challenges with library portals being content-heavy and often not
mobile-friendly. They recommended an adaptable library portal design with interactive design to
enhance the use of digital libraries. Balogun et al. (2017) averred that individual considerations
must be accorded individual users of information systems including access to and ownership of
computers as these form learner infrastructural capabilities.

In the distance education context, digital library and information skills are required by
stakeholders to obtain the requisite and relevant information resources required to achieve
academic and research outcomes (Ofodu & Agim, 2017). The need for technological, digital, and
information literacy skills and awareness are critical as they can enhance digital self-efficacy and
result in the increased use of digital resources in distance education (Yu et al., 2017).
Technology literacy and skills are required by users to interact with computers to create, locate,
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search and use information in digital content (Kavulya, 2007). For distance learners, this is not
only determined by their ability to use technologies but also by the need for human interaction
and the need to be independent at finding resources (Brumfield, 2010). Ladell-Thomas (2012)
supports this assertion by confirming that most distance learners lack ICT skills and there is a
need to develop technology tools that enable them to independently learn to identify, access,
evaluate, and use information resources. Together with related technology skills including
mobile computing and learning skills, distance learners are empowered with technological skills
to leverage digital library resources in distance education (Cross et al., 2016; Mshana, 2018;
Sharma, 2019). In a similar vein, information literacy skills help users make effective and
efficient use of the information and information services offered by the academic library
(Mnkeni-Saurombe, 2014). Information literacy is now recognised by both educators and
librarians in distance education as a critical success factor in teaching and learning (Moghaddam
and Fard, 2014).
While it is worthwhile to establish the paramount role of ICT skills in acquiring digital library
competencies, it is equally cardinal to examine the role of different demographics among digital
library patrons from the perspective of their demographic characteristics. For instance, previous
studies amplify the significant effect of generational differences on micro-blogging (e.g Twitter)
adoption (Metallo & Agrifoglio, 2017); the factors determining smartphone addiction between
younger and older users (Ahn & Jung, 2016); and child-parent transfer of digital guidance
(Nelissen & Van den Bulck, 2018). This current study explores how these differences in the
distance education context impact digital library competencies. Cantú-Ballesteros et al. (2017)
explored the relationship between the digital skills of full-time teachers at the elementary school
level and their socio-demographic factors including age and gender. Their study revealed that,
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overall, there was no significant difference between age of the teachers and their digital skills
which the authors noted to be at variance with the results of previous studies. However, the
analysis found a significant difference between the age of teachers and their critical thinking and
information management skills. This points to the fact that ICT skills relative to information
management skills (including digital library skills) may be determined by the age of the user; the
younger the user, the more efficient they are at using digital (library) tools and resources
(Erasmus & Joubert, 2017; Juhaňák et al., 2019). Notwithstanding, Miwa et al. (2017) note that
older students have a high potential to adapt to the use of computers in continuing education with
the right instructional strategies and techniques. In respect to sex differences, While Aheto and
Cronje (2018) found no statisitcally significant difference between male and female students in
their preference for digital learning environments in South Africa and Ghana. Finally, Khalifeh
et al. (2020) concluded in favour of male students having a higher aptitute for online learning
compared to female students.

Previous studies identified the role of information literacy skills in enhancing the use of digital
library resources in the distance education context. As digital library resources are ICT-based
products, there is a need to understand the relationship between ICT and information literacy. Yu
et al. (2017), in their study of the moderating effect of digital skills and information literacy in
ICT adoption behaviour in a rural setting in Taiwan, reported of a moderating effect of
information literacy and digital skills in ICT adoption behaviour. While emphasising the role of
digital skills in adoption behaviour, their study found compelling evidence of information
literacy potential to improve the self-efficacy of ICT patrons and reducing techno stress. In
recognition of the critical role of lifelong learning skills as a critical outcome of distance
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education, information literacy has been used to promote the use of relevant resources such as
digital library services.

Methods
The context of this study is a large dual-mode, multi-campus public university in Ghana, the
University of Education, Winneba. The University comprises the main campus (Winneba), three
satellite campuses (Kumasi, Mampong and Ajumako) and 33 distance learning centres across the
ten regions of Ghana (UEW Diary, 2017). It is one of the largest teacher education universities in
Africa with a total student population of 57,000 (UEW Diary, 2017). As a result of its focus on
teacher education, it employs distance education as a major strategy to upgrade and train both
under-qualified and unqualified teachers. Teacher distance education at the undergraduate level
in this University employs both print and electronic media. Distance learners at the University
are required to attend tutorial sessions at the end of every month in their study centres with a
course tutor. Printed course modules are supplied to distance education students to enable
independent study. Physical tutoring of distance learners is supplemented with further online
lessons on the moodle learning management system. The day-to-day administration of the
centres is the responsibility of the centre coordinator who ensures that essential support services
such as library services are provided to students (University of Education, Winneba Website,
2017).

This research was conducted with the use of a survey design. The population of the study
consists of 1,834 distance education students who were students of three distance education
centres of the University of Education, Winneba. In addition, the population consisted of 30
distance education tutors each from the three centres. Finally, the population included the Head
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of the Centre for Distance Education and three coordinators from the three distance education
centres. Stratified purposive sampling was an important first step in fulfilling the study
objectives and this was achieved by purposively sampling three distance education centres where
there were academic library services. These centres are located in Winneba, Kumasi and AsanteMampong. These centres are incidentally the location of three out of four campuses of the
University of Education, Winneba. The sample size of the student population was determined by
applying the 95 percent confidence level at a 5 percent confidence interval to each of the subgroups in the student population.

Table 1: Population of the study
Distance study centre
Winneba
Kumasi (UEW)
Mampong
Sub-Totals

Distance education students
Population
Sample size
692
247
973
276
169
118
1,834
641

Source: UEW Basic Statistics, 2016

A questionnaire instrument was used for the study. There were, however, two kinds of
questionnaires; one fully structured questionnaire for distance learners, and two semi-structured
questionnaires for distance education tutors and coordinators respectively. The questionnaire
instrument was administered for a period of four months specifically from the month of March to
June 2016. The researcher personally administered the questionnaire for the Kumasi centre
which was located on the Kumasi campus of the University. Regarding the two other centres,
colleagues who were staff of libraries in the two other campuses namely, Asante-Mampong and
Winneba, assisted the researcher in administering the questionnaire.
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Data analysis was completed with the version 21 of the Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS). Univariate and bivariate analysis was conducted to establish relationships
among the variables of the study. Data was presented through graphs (bar charts, histograms and
pictograms), and frequency distributions. Again, the use of cross-tabulation and descriptive
statistics combined to establish distance learners’ and tutors’ attitudes and perceptions towards
digital library resources.
Results
Participants
Distance learners were the primary population of the study. Their responses on digital libraries
formed the basis of much of the findings of the study. From a sample population of 641 distance
learners spread across the three centres namely, Winneba (247), Kumasi (276) and AsanteMampong (118), a total of 453 distance learners completed the questionnaire, yielding a
response rate of 70.67%. Table 2 outlines the distribution of the centres and the distance learners
who participated in the study:
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Table 2: Distance education centres and population of sampled distance learners

Gender
Total
Centre

Male

Female

76

119

195

38.0%

47.0%

43.0%

78

103

181

39.2%

40.7%

40.0%

46

31

77

23.1%

12.3%

17.0%

200

253

453

55.8%

100.0%

Winneba

Kumasi

Asante-Mampong
Total

44.2%
Source: Field data, 2016

Table 2 presents the total participants of distance learners in the study according to their centres.
The distribution of distance learners among these three centres demonstrates that the majority
(n=195, 43%) of the participants were from the Winneba centre, whereas 181 (40%) of the
learners were located at the Kumasi study centre. Meanwhile, 77 (17%) of the learners were
drawn from the Asante-Mampong centre. The results suggest that the participation of distance
learners in the study was higher at the Winneba study centre than in the other two centres.
In addition, the population consisted of 162 distance education academics (tutors), four
coordinators (includes the Head of the Centre for Distance Education and three centre
coordinators).
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Age and gender of distance learners
Distance learners who participated in the study were expected to indicate their gender and age.
Table 3 presents the gender and age of distance learners who participated in the study:
Table 3: Gender and age distribution of distance learners

Gender
Male

Age group
21 - 30 yrs. 31 - 40 yrs.
106
61
40.5%
43.3%

156
80
59.5%
56.7%
262
141
Total
57.8%
31.1%
Source: Field survey, 2016
Female

41 - 50 yrs. 51 - 60 yrs. Total.
29
3
199
67.4%
42.9%
43.9%
14
32.6%
43
9.5%

4
57.1%
7
1.5%

254
56.1%
453
100.0%

Table 3 presents a cross-tabulation of the gender and age distribution of the respondents. The
results indicate that the females dominated in the study as more than half (n=254, 56.1%) of the
learners were females compared to 199 (43.9%) who were males. The results indicate that there
was more female participation than there were males participated in the study. This result
suggests that women did not have equal opportunities of undertaking full-time studies like their
male counterparts probably because of their role in procreation and also attending to family
duties.
In relation to the age of distance learners, the study also found that the majority (n=262, 57.8%)
of the respondents were aged between 21 to 30 years. However, of this age group, there were
more females undertaking distance study (n=156, 59.2%) than males (n=106, 40.5%). This can
be explained in several ways. The majority of women in this age group opt for distance
education due to the flexibility it offers them in their most productive stage of life. Meanwhile,
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one-third (n=141, 31.1%) of the respondents indicated they were aged from 31 to 40 years. The
least represented age group is the 51-60-year-olds who comprise just 1.5%, an indication that
even though distance education is preferred by adults, the demanding nature of distance study
may be a disincentive to older adults. It is, therefore, important that this negative perception of
distance education as heavily demanding is alleviated with support services such as effective
library support in the form of digital library services.
Access to and skills in digital technology
Access to computer devices is a major critical success factor for the use of digital libraries.
Distance learners in this study were asked to indicate their own or otherwise of a personal
computer. The responses in Table 4 below describe a number of learners on the distance learning
programme who owns personal computers.
Table 4: Ownership of a personal computer/laptop
Response
Freq. (n)
Yes
270
No
139
No response
44
Total
453
Source: Field survey, 2016

Percentage (%)
59.6
30.7
9.7
100.0

From the results, it can be observed that more than half (n=270, 59.6%) of the learners responded
‘Yes’ to having personal computers whereas 139 (30.7%) of the learners, on the other hand,
stated they do not have their computers. The results imply that most learners on the distance
learning programme have their personal computers and hence might not be encouraged to go to
campus to access resources at the digital library if the learner could have internet resources
available on their personal computers remotely.
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Access to networked devices
To access electronic resources, distance learners need access to a networked device. Table 5
below shows distance learners’ ownership of networked computers.
Table 5: Access to a networked device
Response
Freq. (n)
Yes
165
No
248
No response
40
Total
453
Source: Field survey, 2016

Percentage (%)
40.0
54.7
8.8
100.0

The responses show that more than half (n=248, 54.7%) of the learners do not have access to
networked computers. However, 165 (40%) of the learners maintained they have access to
networked computers. The outcome of the responses suggests that learners on the distance
learning programme do not have access to networked computers through which they could
access electronic resources.
Where distance learners access networked computers
Distance learners were also asked to indicate where they access networked computers for which
a summary of their responses is being shown in Table 6:
Table 6: Access to networked computers
Freq. (n)
At my Centre
51
At home
163
Others
21
Total
235
No Response
218
Total
453
Source: Field survey, 2016

Percent (%)
11.3
36.0
4.6
51.9
48.1
100.0

Valid
Cumulative
Percent (%) Percent (%)
21.7
21.7
69.4
91.1
8.9
100.0
100.0
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As a follow-up, learners were asked to indicate where they have access to networked computers.
The responses in Table 6.22 indicates that more than half (n=163, 69.4%) of the learners who
have access to the networked computers stated they do have access to the network at home.
Meanwhile, 51 representing 21.7% of the valid responses stated they have access at their
respective centres. From the responses, it could be concluded that learners on the distance
learning programme mostly access networked computers from their homes.
Level of schooling where learner learned to use a computer
Showing in the figure below relates to the various levels of education at which learners learned
to use computers.

Figure 1: Level of schooling where learner learned to use a computer
From figure 1, it could be observed that the majority (28%) of the learners learned to use
computers at the primary school level whereas 28% of the learners also pointed out that they
learned to use the device at the Secondary school level whereas 16% also learned at the diploma
level. The results imply that learners on average have had long experiences with the use of
computers, but the question is how this experience translates into the use of digital library
resources.
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Learners’ experience with computer usage
One other factor that can affect learners’ attitude towards the use of digital libraries is their
experience with the use of computers. Table 7 presents the results thereof:
Table 7: Experience in computer usage
Less than 1 years
1 - 2 years
3 - 4 years
Above 4 years
No response
Total
Source: Field survey, 2016

Freq. (n)
87
97
80
146
43
453

Percent (%)
19.2
21.4
17.7
32.2
9.5
100.0

In terms of experience with computer usage, the results show that the majority (n=146, 32.2%) of
the learners had had more than 4 years of computer usage. Furthermore, 97 (21.4%) of the
learners pointed out they have had 1 – 2 years of computer usage whereas 87 (19.2%) of the
learners also noted they had had less than a year of computer usage. The outcome of the
responses gives the impression that learners, to say the least, have had an appreciable number of
years of experience with computer usage enough to be able to access digital library resources
confidently.
Learners’ computer competencies
Learners’ competency with computers is an indicator of what they can do or not do with the
computer. Learners’ competencies with the computer are shown in Table 6.24 below:
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Table 8: Number of computer skills/packages of respondents
Skills
Internet use
Word processing
Spreadsheet
Powerpoint presentation
Computer
repair
maintenance
Web page design

Mean
3.05
3.11
3.38
3.41
and 4.01

Freq. (n)
205
196
162
153
69

4.03

65

Kendall’s Wa=0.118, χ2=(5)252.260, p<.05
From Kendall’s mean ranking of the number of computer skills possessed by learners, Table 8
shows that the use of the Internet with a mean of (m=3.05) came up as the skill possessed by the
majority of distance learners hence ranked first. A mean of (m=3.11, n=196) showed Word
processing as the second skills mostly possessed by the learners whereas the third skill
competence evidenced by learners was the spreadsheet with (m=3.38, n=162). On the contrary,
web page design with a mean of (m=4.03, n=65) showed up as the least computer skills
possessed by the learners.
That notwithstanding, Kendall’s coefficient of concordance statistics shows that there was a
statistically significant degree of agreement among the learners, however, the degree of
agreement was found to be relatively low with (Wa=0.118, χ2=(5)252.260, P<.05). From the
results, it can be concluded that learners on the distance learning programmes are good when in
terms of internet applications as well as word processing mainly since learners constantly use the
internet to gather information for their research and assignments and then use the word
processing applications to organize the information in a more presentable manner for
submission.
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How distance learners acquired digital library skills
Learning a new skill can be challenging especially with electronic resources, hence learners were
asked to indicate how they learned to use digital resources. Responses are presented in Table 9.
Table 9: Method for learning to use digital library resources
Response
Variable
Freq. (n) Percentage (%)
Trial and error
82
18.1
Guidance from other students
144
31.8
Guidance from library staff
45
9.9
Self-taught
40
8.8
Course offered by the university
51
11.3
Guidance from computing staff
61
13.5
External courses
7
1.5
Guidance from IT technician
8
1.8
No response
15
3.3
Total
453
100.0
Source: Field survey 2016
Learners responding to how they learned to use digital library resources showed that the majority
(n=144, 31.8%) of them learned to use the resources through the guidance of their friends. In
addition, 82 (18.1%) of the respondents also indicated that they did so by the “trial and error”
approach whereas 61 (13.5%) of the learners insisted they learned to use the resources through
the guidance they received from the computer staff at their respective study centres. The results
indicate that most of the students learned to use digital library resources through the assistance
they received from friends.
Perception of distance learners on their level of information skills
Respondents were also asked to rate their level of information skills. The results of this question
are presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Distance learners’ perception of their level of information skills

Source: Field survey 2016
Figure 2 depicts distance learners’ assessment of their level of information skills. From the
results, it could be observed that the majority (n=180) of the learners indicated that they have
‘Good’ skills. Meanwhile, 132 learners stated they perceive their level to be ‘Fair’, whereas 74
reported being poor in terms of their information skills.

Digital skills of distance learners
As part of the assessment, learners were also asked to evaluate their digital skills against a series
of statements concerning their knowledge and use of specific digital tools. The findings are
presented in Table 10.

Table 10: Digital skills set of distance learners

Variable
I am skilled in the use of computers
I am skilled in the knowledge of database structures
I am skilled in formulating search queries
I am skilled in online navigation techniques
I am skilled in the use of electronic library tools
I am conversant with electronic formats e.g. PDF,
JPEG, MPEG, etc.
Source: Field survey 2016
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Agree
Freq.
%
(n)
303 66.9
152 33.6
137 30.2
153 33.8
122 26.9
114 25.2

Response
Disagree
Freq.
%
(n)
97
21.4
233
51.4
247
54.5
224
49.4
257
56.7
266
58.7

No response
Freq.
%
(n)
53
11.7
68
15.0
69
15.2
76
16.8
74
16.3
73
16.1

Responses regarding distance learners’ skills in the use of computers show that more than half
(n=303, 66.9%) of the learners are skilled in the use of the computer, whereas 97 (21.4%) of the
learners observed that they were not skilled in the use of computers.

Regarding knowledge of database structures, just about half (n=233, 51.4%) of the learners said
that they were not skilled in the knowledge of database structures, but 152, comprising 33.6% of
the learners intimated that they are skilled in database structures. Furthermore, the results also
show that about half (n=247, 54.5%) of the learners observed that they are not skilled in
formulating search queries, whereas 137, constituting 30.2% of the learners said they were.

More so, it could also be observed from Table 6 that nearly half (n=224, 49.4%) of the learners
said that they were not skilled in online navigation techniques. Meanwhile, 153 (33.8%) of the
learners, however, are skilled in online navigation techniques.
Again, questions relating to distance learners’ skills in the use of electronic library tools showed
that more than half (n=257, 56.7%) of the learners disagreed they are skilled at using electronic
library tools, while 122 (26.9%) of the learners, on the contrary, agreed that they were skilled in
the use of electronic library tools.

Moreover, the results showed that 266 (58.7%) of the respondents observed that they were not
conversant with electronic formats. On the contrary, 114 (25.2%) of the learners also agreed that
they are conversant with electronic formats such as PDFS, JPEG, MPEG, among others.

To understand further, the views of students on their level of ICT skills, coordinators were also
asked for their views. Most of the distance education coordinators were not very convinced that
distance learners were very competent. One of the coordinators said that “students are unable to
19

search for information on the Internet without assistance”. Another also pointed out that some of
them are even using computers for the first time despite their previous higher educational
experience.
From the results, it can be concluded that in terms of distance learners’ level of competence as
far as ICT is concerned, most of them are competent in basic computer applications. In terms of
specific computer applications such as database structures, formulating search queries,
navigating techniques online, electronic library tools, and to some extent electronic formats,
however, they do not have adequate knowledge.

Discussion
Distance learners’ access to and skills in digital technology
From the point of view of distance education stakeholders, technological infrastructure centred
on distance learners’ ownership of personal computers and access to networked computers. The
findings revealed that most distance learners (59.6%) have access to personal computers whereas
30.7% do not have access. A few distance learners (9.7%), however, chose not to divulge
information on their ownership of personal computers. Again, this result is akin to Liebenberg et
al. (2012) who found that distance learners who were not active online (46%) lacked access to
computers. The researchers explain that this situation may lead to non-owners of computers to
seek to use computers for information access from elsewhere including Internet cafés where they
are most likely to access poor quality information. This, therefore, requires distance education
providers to commit to increasing funding for computers that can provide access to digital library
resources. Nkomo et al. (2011) express similar sentiments that without adequate computers, the
use of digital libraries may be hampered.
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In respect of ownership of networked computers, the results of the students’ survey indicate that
more than half of the respondents (54.7%) did not have networked computers, a finding which
suggests that, of those who own personal computers, more than half of them may not use their
devices to access digital library resources. This figure translates to a fourth of all distance
learners who have computers that are capable of accessing digital library resources. This finding
mirrors the findings of Oladokun (2010) who found in his study that just a quarter of distance
learners in two satellite campuses in Botswana had access to the Internet.

In terms of popular locations for accessing networked computers, the study found that most
distance learners accessed networked computers from their homes (36%). Also, 11.3% reported
accessing it in their centres, with a few of them (4.6%) pointing to “other” places, whereas
48.1% failed to indicate where they had access. This was rather, a high number for those who
were undecided in where they usually accessed networked computers. The phenomenon of home
access to the Internet appears to be on the ascendancy. Liebenberg et al. (2012) confirm this
notion in their study where they found that most distance learners who participated in online
learning accessed networked computers from home (57%) and work (51%). Distance learners
who did not participate in online learning, rather, accessed networked computers from Internet
cafés (34%), and with others accessing it from Unisa computer laboratories (25%). Institutional
computer laboratories and libraries are high, convenient places for students who lack personal
access to computers or the Internet. Without adequate networked computer terminals in these
venues, however, distance learners may decide to use “other” available places such as
commercial Internet service providers (ISPs) where they are most likely to access sub-standard
digital resources. This will also increase the cost of their information seeking as they have to pay
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for additional charges when they visit ISPs, and affordability may dissuade them from seeking
digital information, altogether. Juxtaposed to the number of computers in the various centre
libraries, it is obvious that the number of networked computers in these centres are inadequate.
Finally, taking into cognisance the high number of distance learners who were undecided in
where they access networked computers, it may be suggested that they rarely access networked
computers, since access to digital information are not requirements in their courses anyway.

Digital library users require appropriate knowledge, and experiences with technology (hard
skills), and good information skills (soft), to be able to exploit digital library resources. The
findings revealed that most distance learners had long experiences with the use of computers
with 28% indicating they learned to use a computer at the primary and secondary education
levels respectively. Because most of the distance learners are people born after the introduction
of the computer, most of them may have been introduced to computers at an earlier stage in their
education. In addition, 16% indicated that they only learned to use computers at the diploma
level, that is, during their first spell in the University of Education, Winneba when they were
pursuing their Diploma in Basic Education. This finding is, rather, a departure from Gakibayo,
Ikoja-Odongo and Okello-Obura (2013), who found that most students learned to use computers
at the university. Notwithstanding, findings in this study suggest that distance learners are
confident in their computer skills.
Furthermore, distance learners’ actual length of computer experience were also investigated. The
findings showed that most of them (32.2%) had at least four years of computer experience which
buttresses the previous finding on their self-reported experience with computers. This finding is,
however, at odds with other researchers such as (Khan et al., 2011) who found that most of the
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students in their study were beginners in terms of their computer experience (46%), with a
significant number declaring that they had between two to three years (38%) of computer
experience, while those with four to five years (11%) were a handful. The findings in this study
are suggestive of the fact that distance learners have considerable experience with computer
technologies.
Acquiring knowledge of computer and software applications are critical success factors in 21stcentury university education (Gakibayo et al., 2013). In terms of distance learners’ experiences
with particular computer applications, the findings were not unexpected. Among these are the
fact that Internet searching (Mean=3.05) was indicated by most distance learners as the computer
application they were most proficient in. 196 of them also indicated Word processing
(Mean=3.11) as the next application they were skilled in, while another significant set pointed to
their experience in Spreadsheet (Mean=3.38), as well as, PowerPoint presentation (Mean=3.41).
These are common computer applications that help students and teachers to complete various
academic tasks such as, typing research or assignments, creating a grading book or making a
classroom presentation. These are therefore also referred to as productivity software (Scheeren,
2010:61). The findings in this study closely reflect that of Gakibayo et al. (2013), who found that
most of the respondents in their study were proficient in Word processing (75.1%), Internet
searching (60.1%), but with lower ratings for advanced computer skills like database
management (27.4%), and programming (21%). Unlike in Gakibayo et al., however, Internet
searching skills in this study received the highest rating; while in this study, advanced computer
skills such as computer repair and maintenance, and Web design received relatively lower ratings
with means of 4.01 and 4.03 respectively. Mac Callum and Jeffrey (2013) describe three types of
ICT skills namely basic ICT skills, advanced ICT skills and advanced mobile skills. In their
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study, they found that students who were competent basic ICT users were more likely to adopt
advanced ICT applications. It is, therefore, suggested that, even though most distance learners in
this study are not familiar with digital library resources available in their centre libraries, they
may be able to exploit digital library resources if they are given the needed training and exposure
to existing digital library resources.
Another important finding of the study relates to how distance learners’ learned to use digital
library resources. The findings revealed that most of them learned to use digital library resources
through the guidance of colleague students (31.8%), while another 18.1% of them indicated
learning through “trial and error”. In addition, 61 (13.5%) students reported receiving guidance
from computer staff, while another 51 (11.3%) admitted learning through a course offered by the
University. It is instructive to note that only 45 (9.9%) students had their training with the
library, while another 40 (8.8%) pointed out that they learned on their own. These findings
reflect the literature which points out that colleague students are sources of information to
distance learners (Chawinga and Zozie, 2016).

Similarly, Gakibayo et al. (2013) also discovered that many students found out about electronic
resources through their colleagues (54.1%) than through any other source including the library or
workshops. (Khan et al., 2011) also report that most students in their study learned to use the
computer through their efforts (51%). These findings suggest that students do not consider
institutional or formal training as the preferred source of training in ICT skills. Relying on
friends, however, to obtain competence may not be good enough for successful information
seeking. Oladokun (2010) believes that for successful competence to complete information
seeking, formal training is a better option. Yan et al. (2017) propose that the self-efficacy of
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students in information seeking may be improved through the vicarious experiences of
information seekers with higher self-efficacy. This happens through formal training where
knowledgeable people such as librarians and ICT experts teach information retrieval or Internet
searching skills. It is, therefore, suggested that formal training programmes be organised
regularly for distance learners to improve their basic ICT skills to enhance their ability to exploit
digital library resources.
Perception of distance learners on their digital library readiness
The study also focused on assessing distance learners’ perceptions of their digital and
information skills as a way of determing their digital library readiness. In response, most of them
(n=180) indicated that their skills were “Good”, whereas 132 indicated their skills were “Fair”.
Meanwhile, 74 of them were of the view that their skills were poor. Interestingly, only 28 of the
respondents were confident that they had superior-excellent information skills. These responses
re-echo previous findings that suggest that distance learners have relatively high confidence in
their ICT skills. Baro and Keboh (2012) opine that computer literacy is a prerequisite for
information literacy. Consequently, it may be understood why distance learners in the study
believed they have good information skills.

To ascertain the claims made by distance learners on their information skills, another question
was put to distance learners to understand their specific competencies. The findings suggest that
among a list of information tasks, distance learners indicated their highest skills in the use of the
computer (66.9%), with skills in online navigation being second (33.8%). While these skills are
important, the low rating for skills in the formation of search queries (30.2%), and the use of
electronic library tools (26.9%) are problematic. Searching skills, awareness, and the use of
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appropriate information resources are very critical for the information search process. This
finding is consistent with (Ng, 2013) who found that 52% of distance learners stated that
searching skills are a challenge during their information searching. Ng (2013), however,
attributed this challenge to possibly lack of awareness of relevant information resources on the
part of distance learners. It is, therefore, imperative that to improve the information skills of
distance learners, they are also made aware of the resources that they have to use to sharpen their
skills to search for information.

Conclusion
The study concludes that distance learners generally lacked advanced ICT skills to effectively
use digital libraries. They have basic ICT skills which were self-taught or taught by colleagues
and to some extent the university ICT centre. This training, however, does not include important
Internet skills such as database searching and information retrieval skills. Again, most distance
learners prefer to access digital information from other places such as their homes and
workplaces, and free Internet resources, from outside the library. It is, therefore, suggested that
the libraries in the centres should design training programmes for distance education students to
enable them to access digital library resources independently when they are not in their centres.
This training must be planned collaboratively with distance education stakeholders, after a needs
assessment, since distance learners may have specialised information needs unknown to
librarians.

The provision of skills and training go hand in hand with the effective use of technological tools.
Through an effective needs assessment programme, digital library managers must design training
programmes for users in distance education. In recognition of the fact that most distance learners
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have basic ICT skills, it is quite convenient to consolidate this initial knowledge to train them in
the use of digital resources. These training programmes may take the form of information
literacy courses or training in specific digital resources. These training programmes may also be
replicated in online tutorials and guides to facilitate independent learning. For students, it will be
useful to demonstrate how digital library resources can be used in their learning and research
activities.

In addition to distance learners, skills training must be extended to other distance education
stakeholders such as tutors and coordinators (administrators). These stakeholders must be
involved in the planning of the training programmes for both students and themselves. For
distance education stakeholders, they must be provided with an open door policy where they can
contact any library staff when they encounter any challenge in using any library resource. To
enhance this process, any library staff involved in training them should initiate an ongoing
relationship with distance education stakeholders by providing a means of personal contacts.

It is also recommended that in terms of technology and information skills training to enhance
digital library use in distance education in universities, two methods namely, digital resourcespecific training and information literacy training be offered to both students and distance
education teaching staff and coordinators on the one hand; and general ICT training organised
occasionally in conjunction with ICT staff or external resource persons on the other.
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